

CHAPTER 1

The man referred to as her husband, made his slow, swaggering walk down the stony pathway along the bank of the river Seine. He always wore a variation of black, her husband, except for the one colorful scarf that would be wrapped loosely around his neck. Sometimes the scarf was a solid color: just midnight blue or a deep forest green. Sometimes the scarf was a lovely array of colors: a veritable sunset. Today, his scarf was gray with hints of gold and silver thread peeking out with every cast of the sun.

Sitting on a bench, tucked under a tree that was steadily losing its leaves, Elodie Mitchell was making slow work of her lemon and lightly sugared crêpe. The ongoing war might be phony, but the rationing was not. Elly watched the man she called husband make his way to their favorite crêperie vendor. Unlike Elly, who preferred to order the same flavored crêpe every week, her husband, who she decided today would be called Jean-Baptiste—she really liked to reach for the hardcore French names—ordered something different every time.

The sound of oars slapping water briefly caught Elly’s attention. She watched as a small boat carrying four passengers rowed its way into existence. They were young people—the boys too young for the draft and the girls too young to be worried about the draft. Elly watched them laughing and talking and ostensibly enjoying one another’s company. She nibbled on the small thin, lemony pancake and that reminded her that she only had about two minutes left before Jean-Baptiste went on his way, disappearing from her life until this time again next week.

Her husband was tall and very long of leg. He was wearing black trousers and a fitted black and dark-gray checkered coat that tied across his very slim waist and stopped just above his thighs. His dark hat was tilted slightly on his head. She’d never been one to notice men’s clothing before she’d ‘met’ him. What her uncle or her brother or her cousins wore had never held much interest to her. But she always noticed what Jean-Baptiste was wearing. He was a very sharp dresser, her husband. He also spoke fluent French.

Once, he’d been early and he’d beat her to the crêperie. She’d stood in line right behind him and had been pleasantly surprised to hear the bass in his voice. She purely loved a man whose voice was as deep as an ocean. But she’d been even more surprised—and a bit envious—as French rolled off his tongue with ease. He’d spoken so quickly and so effortlessly that she’d only caught a few words. But whatever he’d strung together had set the vendor to laughing. Adrian—for his name had been Adrian that day—had laughed too. He was a happy man, her husband.

She watched now as the vendor handed Jean-Baptiste his crêpe wrapped like an ice cream cone. She was pretty sure it was ham and cheese and egg today. Small movement caught her eye and she watched as several birds no bigger than her hand landed at her feet and danced along the river’s edge pecking and poking at things. She checked her watch. Her favorite river taxi would arrive in about twenty minutes. She took another small bite of her crêpe.

“Excuse me?” Elly looked up and a piece of thin pancake caught in her throat. She began coughing. “May I sit here?” Jean-Baptiste asked, pointing at the empty space on the other side of the bench.

She nodded, still coughing. Her eyes were tearing up. Dear Lord, why now? She couldn’t breathe. She pressed a hand to her chest, coughing some more.

“Here.” Jean-Baptiste dangled a handkerchief in front of her face.

“Thank you.” The words came out as a whisper. “But I have one.” She sounded as though she were about to break down and cry. Lowering the remaining half of her wrapped crêpe onto the bench and after clearing her throat a few times, she reached for her satchel, dug around, and pulled out her own handkerchief. She wiped furiously at her eyes. The first time he’d deigned to speak to her would coincide with her very nearly choking to death. What a lovely first impression she was making. Although, she at least looked rather smart in her powder blue reefer coat, hat, and matching pumps.

Face clean, throat clear, she returned her handkerchief to her bag and straightened in her seat. Embarrassment began to slowly fade away as excitement took its place. He was here. Her husband was here, and he was sitting next to her. And he’d spoken to her. She should make the most of this. She should find out his real name and where he was from and why he had left America for France. Because he was American. She’d gathered that much from the few words he’d spoken.

Occasionally, she’d wondered whether he was from one of the African colonies belonging to France, but she’d always leaned toward American because something about the way he moved read familiar. It was nice to be right.

Just as she was mustering up all of her courage to say something debonair, he spoke again. “Young lady?” Elly glanced over, hesitant to look at him full-on because he was beautiful of face. His skin was a few shades darker than her own. His eyes were a brown so deep they resembled black. He had a strong, fierce, determined nose that probably only a few men could carry well. And he was clean-shaven, giving her a view of a pronounced jawline. Once again, she could barely breathe. “You should probably know that I’m significantly older than you.”

“I … what?”

“Every time I turn down this path, I see you sitting here watching me like a hawk having caught sight of its prey. At my age it’s a bit flattering, I’m not going to lie. But, my dear,” he said kindly, “you are barking up the wrong tree. I’m probably old enough to be your father.”

Elly turned her head, looking straight ahead at the water. She carefully reached for her satchel, placing it in her lap. Her fingers fiddled with the metal clasp. Men. They always ruined the fantasy when they opened their mouths.

“How long have you been in Paris?” he asked, infusing his voice with the gentle patience of a professor or a religious minister of some kind. She felt her cheeks grow warm. Was this a joke?

Still not looking at him, she cleared her throat. “I’ve been here for nearly five months.”

“Oh?” he said in surprise. “What are you here for?”

“School.” It was the easiest answer to give. “What are you here for?” she asked politely.

“I’ve just always liked France. I moved here about thirteen years ago.”

Thirteen years ago? She flicked her gaze in his direction. He just didn’t seem that old. There was not a gray hair or a wrinkle to be found on his face. She’d put him somewhere in his late twenties at most. She returned to looking at the river. Her shoulders were beginning to hurt from the stiff way she was carrying them.

“School,” he said, repeating her answer from earlier. “Do you attend the university just over there?” Would he just go away? Why was he sitting here making this pointless small talk?

“Yes.”

“What are you studying?”

“Literature.”

“How long will you be here?”

“Not long.” God willing, she’d be on the next boat out of this country any day now.

“Because of the end of your studies or the war?” Elly pressed her lips together. Just leave, she wanted to say.

“Both.” Elly checked her watch. Ten more minutes.

“Where are you from?”

“Chicago.”

“I’m originally from New York.” Elly frowned. That didn’t sound right. She turned and squinted at him. His eyebrows raised in delight and he smiled, revealing white teeth. “I take it you can still hear the accent? I’m from New York by way of Surry, Virginia.”

Now that he mentioned it, it was the accent she was hearing. It was very faint, but he drawled his words a bit. And what was that he’d said? Something about barking up the wrong tree. A very southern phrase.

“My wife always said I could never sound like anything other than a Virginian.”

His wife! Elly filled her cheeks with air and then released it. He could have just started with that. Or, he could have just never come over here to speak with her in the first place. Ignoring her had always been an option.

Having finished his crêpe, he crumbled the wrapping and then reached into his coat. He pulled out two small pieces of paper and held them out toward her. Reluctantly, very reluctantly, she took them.

“Have you had a chance to see Josephine Baker yet?” She looked down at the first note. Or rather, ticket. “If you haven’t had a chance to see a show, you should come tonight. It’s the grand finale.”

Startled, she looked at him.

“Oh. Not with me,” he said quickly, lest she get any ideas. “That’s just one ticket. For you,” he stressed, in case she didn’t understand. “The second ticket is for another show tonight that takes place right after Jo’s. Only come if you feel homesick. And don’t worry. This isn’t a gimmick. They’re real, not fake.”

As a matter of fact, she had not seen Josephine Baker perform although the woman was everywhere in Paris. You couldn’t walk down a street without seeing her famous silhouette draped over something. When Elly had first arrived in France, seeing Ms. Baker on the stage had been one of her goals. Except she hadn’t wanted to go alone. But look, this nice man had given her a ticket to do just that.

“Have you seen any of her shows?”

“No, sir.” She added the sir since he was so convinced of their age gap.

“Well, Miss … what’s your name?”

“Elodie Mitchell.”

“Miss Mitchell, you shouldn’t leave Paris without seeing Jo Baker in action.” He said the woman’s name as though they were friends.

“You’ve been to a lot of her shows, have you?” she asked, raising one eyebrow in stark judgment. He hesitated. Body language hadn’t worked, her short responses hadn’t gotten the job done. It was time to pull out the talent she was famous for. She leaned a half an inch in his direction and lowered her voice conspiratorially. “I hear she dances wearing only bananas as a skirt.”

She’d also heard that these days Ms. Baker wore more clothes at her performances and you were quite unlikely to see the revealing bits, but he didn’t have to know that.

For the first time since he’d sat down, the man dropped his eyes. “I’ve been to a lot of her shows, yes. But that’s a bit of a misconception. Jo rarely dances in the nude.”

“A misconception! I’ve seen the pictures! The whole world has seen the pictures. Oh,” she said, drawing back and placing a delicate hand over her mouth. “Is that how you explain it to your wife? Mr. …?”

“Grant Monterey,” he said, his voice slightly cooler than it was before. “And my wife is dead, so I don’t think she cares much. It’s a misconception to believe that she still dances in the nude. She’s famous now. She doesn’t have to take off her clothes. It’s a good show. I thought you might enjoy it. Every time I see you sitting here, you look a bit lost, and you certainly look alone. I was trying to be helpful.”

Lost and alone. He was not holding back his punches.

“Mr. Monterey, I’m so glad that I’ve met you today.” At that statement, he reared back, his eyes widening for a second in surprise. “It’s been nothing but a real joy. Speaking with you has fulfilled all of my fantasies.” At that statement, he made a small noise in the back of his throat. “Oh, forgive me. I forgot—you have no desire to star in any of my daydreams. From here on out, you won’t.” Elly extended the two tickets toward him. “But I can’t accept these. You should give them to someone who really appreciates the gesture.”

Grant Monterey did not move to take the tickets. Instead, he folded his arms over his chest, and it was his turn to look out over the water before them. “Which part offended you?”

“All of it.” She jabbed him in the arm with his offerings. “Rest assured, Mr. Monterey, I won’t ever wait here to see you again.”

He released a snort. And then he laughed, and it was such a nice, rich honest laugh that strangely enough she found herself laughing too.

Grant Monterey stood up and collected his trash. “I refuse to take those tickets back. Come to the show. Don’t leave Paris without seeing Jo. You’ll regret it for the rest of your life if you walk away from this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. And as for the second show, Miss Mitchell, we’ve all been a little homesick sometimes.” And with that, he turned, tossed his trash into the nearest receptacle, shoved his hands in his pockets, and walked away.

Elly looked down at the pieces of paper in her hand. The first show was at the Casino de Paris starting at eight p.m. It was a very pretty ticket with gold embossing that probably cost a pretty penny in the making. The ticket for the second show did not look to have been printed by any company. If she wasn’t mistaken, the information had been written in ink. That show started at eleven p.m. but the address was the same as Casino de Paris except it said ‘Door One’ written in tiny letters on the side. Very sketchy. What if Grant Monterey was one of those perverts who pretended no interest just so you would lower your boundaries, making it easier for him to attack you?

She pursed her lips. No, he’d seemed very clear about finding her unappealing. She almost tossed the tickets into the trash with the remainder of her very cold crêpe. But for some illogical reason, she jammed them into one of the pockets of her satchel, even though she already knew she wasn’t going.




CHAPTER 2

For a variety of reasons, Elly always took the river taxi if she could. She liked to watch the boat cut through the small waves, forming new ones. She liked the cool breeze that sent shivers down her spine every few minutes—and it was cool. Thanksgiving was around the corner. American Thanksgiving, that is. She liked plopping down onto a bench and becoming as silent and small as possible so that she could eavesdrop on conversations she hadn’t been invited to. But mostly she liked that it was slow.

Only come if you feel homesick. Deciding against taking a seat, Elly stood next to the railing, eyeing the second ticket again. Homesick. Elly had a very odd relationship with that word. To her mind, homesick had different meanings that all culminated into one conclusion: Elly felt as though she’d been homesick her whole life.

The first time she’d experienced that intense longing for something she could not grasp was after her mother died in childbed trying to bring a third baby into the world. Her mother’s death had changed everything and she’d woken up more times than she could count, wishing she could turn back the hand of time. The second time she was introduced to homesickness was right after she’d found her father hanging from the ceiling of their living room. She’d stared up at him, hands fisted at her sides, craving something she couldn’t even begin to name.

And now. Now, she was homesick for America. She was tired of hearing French all day. Irritating as Grant Monterey had been, it had felt good to hear English. It had felt good to talk to someone with whom the foundation had already been set. She was tired of having her brain constantly on alert, trying to parcel out different bits as people spoke. She was tired of the sort of rude way the French went about doing things, making her miss the superficial friendliness of her countrymen. She was tired of the stares and constantly feeling like a fish out of water.

She yearned for her uncle and aunt’s house that was always filled with people and talk and food. They’d laugh to hear that. She was notorious for hiding in her room whenever guests were visiting. But there were always a lot of guests. That happened when your uncle was a reverend. She missed her brother, Catau, who was always charging into her life with a new idea; her cousins who never finished a conversation but started ten; her uncle’s jokes, which weren’t that funny; and her aunt’s fluttery ways as she moved from one task to the next, the last having never been entirely completed. She missed greens, and sweet potatoes, ham and turkey. She missed red beans and rice and macaroni and cheese. She missed a burger and fries.

Hearing her thoughts, her stomach growled despite having eaten most of the lemon and sugar crêpe fifteen minutes ago. She patted her stomach in understanding. French food, while good, was just not the same.

She looked down at the ticket fluttering in her hand. Only come if you feel homesick. Her uncle would argue that there was another sort of homesickness. Six months after she and Catau had moved in with her uncle Minor and her aunt Tabitha, she’d tried to explain to Uncle Minor how she was feeling. It had been late at night when most lights in the house had been turned off and everyone was tucked in their beds. But she had been unable to sleep. Thanks to her father, it had taken her years to find peace in her dreams.

But her uncle studied for his sermons at night, and she’d known she would be able to find him sitting at the kitchen table reading different books and jotting down notes. In a rare moment of vulnerability, she’d tried to describe how she was feeling. It was he who had diagnosed her.

“Sounds like you’re homesick to me,” Uncle Minor had told her in that airy way of his. “We’re, all of us, homesick because earth is not our home. Heaven is.” At ten years of age, this answer had been more than a little bit unsatisfactory. She would learn then, as she knew now, that Uncle Minor, God bless his heart, often provided the most disappointing answers to life’s hardest questions. Nine times out of ten, Elly just squinted at him in response. Arguing with someone was never her first reaction. She was usually content to just remove herself from the situation and ponder things on her own.

But this time, she pushed back. “Is that why my papa killed himself then? He was longing for heaven?”

Uncle Minor’s eyes had narrowed with thought. One thing she loved about her uncle, then and now, was that he took all of her questions very seriously. Even if she didn’t care for his answers. “Your father,” he had said slowly. And then stopped. “Everyone longs for heaven—for that perfect place where there aren’t any more worries. But what keeps you grounded in this place,” he’d said, jabbing a finger into the surface of the table, “is doing the thing God has put you on this earth to do. If you can’t figure out what that thing is, sometimes you want to go to heaven sooner. So, I guess in his own way, Louis was homesick.” He’d said her father’s name in that flat American way: Lou-is and not Lou-ie as he’d been called. But then again, Uncle Minor hadn’t really known Louis Valcourt. “Find that thing you were created to do, Miz Elly. Then the longing won’t be so bad.”

That was one conversation Elly held on to with both hands because at the ripe old age of twenty-four, while she still wished she could have one last conversation with Louis Valcourt where she unleashed the fullness of her rage at him, she understood her father now. Sometimes the longing was just that bad.

A sharp wind blew through the boat and Elly lost her grip on the ticket. She lunged across the railing to grab it, but it danced on the air, well above her head, and then sank into the water below. Well, that took care of that. She supposed she would never find out what Mr. Monterey’s definition of homesick was.

The water taxi drifted into the eighth arrondissement and Elly exited the boat but not before giving the captain a quick wave. He shook his head in response. The first time she’d ever used his services, he’d lectured her on the importance of knowing French … in French. She’d comprehended enough words to understand the general point of his little speech. But her ability to speak French was almost nonexistent. No matter how many French words she knew, under the fierce gaze of someone waiting for a response, her mind’s only defense was to shut down, leaving her with words that danced on her tongue but never formed. So, all she’d done was stare wide-eyed and nod every few seconds. And when he’d finished, she’d pointed at herself and said, “Je suis Américaine.”

The captain had sighed with deep exasperation, but from that day on he’d tried to be helpful. If ever she had a question about getting around, between her handful of words and his knowledge, she always got to where she needed to be and so she had no problems waiting for whatever boat he was commanding.

Elly carefully made her way down the short, stone path and then climbed the stairs until she was once again at street level. Not too far away, she saw her destination. One could not miss the stars and stripes waving to every passerby that was within walking distance of the U.S. embassy.

Elly crossed the street and headed for the stone building that was relatively new, but built to look like it had been around since the Sun King. Pausing at the wrought iron gate that encircled the embassy, Elly reached into her satchel for her passport before nodding at the military men on duty and walking through the opening.

She supposed it should feel a little bit like home when she walked through the embassy doors and maybe it did. Maybe that was why her shoulders were always a bit tense and she never quite wanted to linger.

“Hello,” she called in greeting to the somewhat gray-haired woman at the front desk. Sometimes it was nice not to use bonjour. The administrative woman peered at Elly through her glasses.

“I know you.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m Elly Mitchell. I was just here last week. How are you?”

“Listen, Elly, Mr. Passmore will contact you when it’s time.”

“Yes, ma’am. I was still wondering if I might speak with him?”

“He’s a busy man.”

“Could you please ask him if he has a moment to talk?” Elly asked politely.

The older woman huffed before reaching for the telephone. “Hello, Mr. Passmore, it’s that Elly Mitchell again.”

“Please tell him that I’ve brought cookies.”

The woman rolled her eyes. “She says she’s brought cookies.” There was a pause. “All right.” The woman hung up the phone. “He has five minutes to spare.”

“Thank you so much! Have a nice day!”

Elly quickly made her way down the marbled floors, her heels clicking with every step she took. Mr. Passmore’s office was on the second floor and so she ascended the nearest staircase, careful not to block anyone’s way as they passed her. She ignored the looks of surprise she got. They were always shocked, these Americans, that colored people were also in France.

Elly reached the third door on the right and knocked. “Come in.”

“Good afternoon, Mr. Passmore. It’s me again, Elodie Mitchell.”

Richard Passmore was probably somewhere in his forties. He was tall and thin and had a head full of brown hair with a few streaks of gray. They’d met serendipitously four months ago. Shortly after Elly’s arrival in Paris, she decided to make a trip to Versailles. It was an easy train ride, her professor had told her, and on her way back, if she wanted to take in some wonderful views, she should get off a stop early and walk around. A good plan. Except in Elly’s newness, she found herself wandering around in circles and getting more and more frustrated with her lack of spoken French. As the sun began dipping below the earth’s surface, Elly was still standing in the center of some strange sidewalk and mentally scolding herself for the hundredth time for being spontaneous. Then, she was tapped on the shoulder by Richard.

His first words to her were, ‘You look American.’ Unbeknownst to him, he’d endeared himself to her in that moment. He walked with her until she finally came across the street that led to the apartment. She learned that he worked in the embassy. His job title was something fancy but he summed it up by describing himself as the transportation man. If she ever wanted to return home and needed assistance, ask for him. She’d nodded politely at the time, thinking they’d probably never meet again. And then France declared war on Germany.

Richard stood up from behind his desk to greet Elly, a rueful smile on his face. “Elodie, how are you?”

“Good.” Elly entered his office and closed the door behind her, a bright smile on her face. “Better now that I’ve seen you.”

Richard rolled his eyes. “You promised me cookies.”

“Oatmeal cookies with chocolate, not raisins,” she said as she pulled the small tin box out of her satchel. Her housemother, fondly known as Madame, and her house-sister, Claire, had been fascinated with the cookies. They had never eaten oatmeal anything before.

“Elodie, you know me so well,” Richard said, taking the box from her. He didn’t wait. He popped the lid open and shoved a cookie in his mouth. He released a happy moan. “Been dreaming about these,” he said, his mouth full. He dropped into his chair. “Sit.”

Elly took the seat across from him and looked around the room as he ate another cookie. Richard’s office was small but packed full of things. There were filing cabinets, tables, and bookcases. Stacks of paper covered every surface. She turned back to face him. He was eating another cookie. “I just wanted to remind you that, as an American, I think it’s time for me to leave this country.”

Richard rolled his eyes again. He held up a hand, chewing quickly. “Elodie, I promise you, as I promised you last week and the week before, and the week before that, I will have you on a ship out of this country whether I have to put you on a train to Portugal or fly you to London myself. Every American who wants to leave is going to be able to leave France.”

“Every American who wants to leave?” Didn’t everyone want to get out of here? Why on earth would you stay to be terrorized or killed by the Nazis? Because God bless France, but the Maginot Line was not going to cut it. If they didn’t get themselves together, they’d find themselves in the same shoes as Poland.

Richard lifted his hands in surrender. “Not everyone wants to go. I have it on good authority that the Josephine Baker has no intentions of returning to the U.S. Believe me, we’ve asked her.” It was the second time within the hour that she’d heard that name.

“Well good for Miss Baker, but this American wants out.” Elly straightened in her seat. “You have my address?”

“Yes.”

“And Madame’s phone number?”

“Yes. I promise I haven’t misplaced it. The moment I have a ship available, you will be on it.”

Good. That was all she needed to know and the main reason she’d come here. But it was rare that she got to talk politics and she found herself lingering for a second. “They seem to think that Hitler is playing a game. Like this is Russian roulette or something.” She thought of Madame and Claire who had bought into the lie of the ‘phony war.’

“Tell me about it,” Richard said, sounding suddenly exhausted and for a brief moment she wondered what else he did in the embassy besides getting Americans out of France. “I can tell you this much, we believe that when Hitler turns his attention to France, it’s going to be nasty.” He paused, a very serious expression on his face. “You didn’t hear that from me, Elly.”

Elly scoffed. “You haven’t told me anything I don’t know already. Why do you think I’m trying so hard to get out?” With a smile, she stood up. “I think that’s been five minutes.”

Richard’s scowl was fierce. “Ignore that woman downstairs. I swear she’s always adding things to my words. You’re always a joy, Elodie. I look forward to our chat next week. Please feel free to bring me more cookies.”

“Of course.”

“I’m also fond of butter cookies.”

“Noted.” She waved a finger in his direction. “But don’t you try and keep me here for my baking.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” He stood up and beckoned her to come closer.

She leaned in his direction. “Yes?”

“I make no promises, but I think they’ll be the last batch of cookies.”

With some pep in her step, Elly left Richard’s office. She practically skipped down the stairs. But she didn’t leave right away. No, she made a stop at the little post office box. Reaching into her satchel once again, she deposited letters to Uncle Minor and Aunt Tabitha, and to her brother Catau né Albert. Then she wrestled with the large envelope in her bag, which was also known as ‘the real reason why she was in France.’ She lowered her satchel to the ground, and using both hands, held the envelope up for benediction.

“Lord, let this be the last one,” she prayed and then slipped the documents into the slot. She was no longer Catholic, but she still crossed herself.

Giving a generous wave to the woman at the front desk, she left the embassy and hopefully her life as a foreign correspondent.




CHAPTER 3

Deciding to walk back to Madame’s apartment, Elly looped her satchel strap over her shoulder, shoved her hands in her coat pockets, and began a slow jaunt through the Jardin des Tuileries. Once a garden that belonged to the palace, the park was large and wide and open and beautiful. When she’d first arrived in Paris, there had been much greenery about the place but now most of the leaves had escaped the trees they’d once resided upon and everything looked just a little bit skeletal. Nevertheless, it was still a lovely sight worth taking and certainly worth capturing. There were a number of painters set up in the garden trying to do just that.

That was one thing Elly liked about France—if the French saw something beautiful, they did something about it. Taking her time, Elly glanced over the shoulder of a few of the artists as they tried to bring the Tuileries to life on paper.

Her mind drifted back to the embassy. Richard would not have told her that her chances of leaving France soon were good unless it was true. That meant her time in Paris was almost at an end. Elly kicked at a rock in her path. This city had been kind to her. It had been everything it promised to be: charming, cultured, historic. And as others had said who had gone before her: safe.

She stopped and, closing her eyes, she inhaled, trying to capture the scent of all that was Paris. A scent she’d hopefully be able to pocket and take back with her to Chicago. As her eyelids fluttered open, she caught sight of a couple kissing on a bench tucked beneath a tree doing its best to hang on to the last of its foliage.

This country was so odd. Who ever heard of kissing in the middle of the day where anyone could see you? And these were not simple pecks on the mouth. These were kisses that taught you things you ought not know. Elly looked away, shaking her head. The first time she’d seen such a thing, she’d had to stop and look around to see if everyone else was seeing what she was seeing. But everyone else hadn’t cared.

In her uncle and aunt’s house, it had not been unusual for them to show affection in front of Elly and her brother and her cousins. But there had never been full-on kissing—thank God for small favors—and certainly not in front of strangers. And yet, there was something so laissez-faire about it all that after living in Paris for several months it was she who felt strange for not having anyone to kiss publicly while sitting in the garden, or riding on the train, or waiting in line. Ridiculous country.

Twenty minutes later, Elly pulled out her set of keys and unlocked the apartment gates. In the small courtyard, the twin boys who lived above Madame played some form of medieval war game, trying to slash each other with sticks.

“Bonjour,” she said politely as she passed them. They stopped and giggled as they always did when they saw her. She didn’t know if it was because of how she spoke French or because of the sight of her darker skin. Although, Madame and Claire had once told her that when she spoke French, she didn’t sound American at all. It was possible they were telling a white lie. Either way, she didn’t care.

She climbed the three flights of stairs and opened the door.

“Bonjour, Élodie,” Claire called out from the living room couch of the Auger home. The large apartment was situated in a rather affluent neighborhood, which didn’t match Madame’s frugality and need for a constant source of income. Upon their initial meeting, Madame had proudly informed her that the apartment had been in the Auger family since the 1800s, a gift from an aristocrat to his beautiful mistress—her many times great-grandmother. Elly had squinted at that a bit. But her knowledge of French history began at Marie Antoinette and ended sometime around Napoleon so she wasn’t going to argue with the woman even though the story didn’t quite pass the smell test. It hadn’t helped that Claire had rolled her eyes at Madame’s story. But no matter how the apartment had come into the hands of the Augers, it was theirs. And they loved it.

“Bonjour, Claire. Comment vas-tu?”

“Tired, Élodie. Very tired.” Claire was a tall, gangly, fifteen-year-old with a massive amount of brown curly hair. She was Madame’s only grandchild and had moved into the apartment after her father had been drafted into the army. He was probably at the Maginot Line.

They did not speak French in this apartment. Only English at Madame’s request so that Madame could strengthen her grasp of the language and so Claire could continue to learn it. It had not been a hard thing to agree to.

“I don’t know why you are so tired,” Madame called from the kitchen. “All you did was go to school today. If anyone should be tired, it’s me. I went to the market. I washed and hung the clothes. You study.”

“Merci, Madame,” Elly said, taking off her coat and hanging it in the closet. “I could have washed my clothes.” Elly always offered, but in the months since she’d lived with Madame, Madame had refused to let her take part in the cleaning. She was getting paid for hosting Elly, let her do her job, the older woman always said. Still, it was disconcerting to let another person wash her underwear. It was even more disconcerting to see said underwear hanging off the clothesline on the balcony, and flapping in the wind like tiny little flags. Aunt Tabitha would have had a heart attack.

“That is a pretty dress you have on, Élodie,” Claire told her as she took a seat on the couch across from the girl. The living room of the apartment was spacious and filled with couches and bookcases. There was a piano tucked in the corner and a desk where Claire did most of her schoolwork.

“Merci, Claire.”

“You have boyfriend? You dress for him?” Madame called, teasing. According to Madame, all of society’s woes could be cured if everyone found love in another person. Elly had always thought no one was a greater champion of marriage than her aunt Tabitha, but Madame had her beat by a country mile. Although there was a key difference between the women. Aunt Tabitha was always pushing for courtship and marriage. Madame thought Elly needed a good love affair. Two very different things. “No, no, no,” Madame said, answering her own question. She appeared in the living room doorway, a spoon in hand and an apron around her waist. “Not boyfriend. Your husband. Today is the day you see him.”

A few weeks ago, in a moment of pique and self-pity (and probably after seeing some couple kissing), Elly had informed Madame and Claire that she had finally seen the man she was going to marry just so she could stop being asked whether or not she was trying on purpose to die miserable and alone. She had told them that she saw him every Friday after she got out of her last class.

“Oui,” Elly said, nodding. “Today, I saw my husband.”

“Was he still handsome?” Claire asked, a grin on her face. She was very much amused by Elly’s story. “Did you talk to him, finally?”

“Yes and yes.”

Madame whooped. And Claire clapped her hands. “What he say?” Claire asked, missing a verb in her haste.

“What he do for job?”

“Did he ask you to go … uh … somewhere? To meet him?”

He’d told her he wasn’t remotely interested in her as a woman. “I don’t know what he does for a living.” She hesitated. If she told them about the invitation to Josephine Baker’s show, they would insist that she go. And she didn’t want to go. But, Madame and Claire had been so kind to her.

When Madame had discovered that Elly liked raspberries, she purchased some every time she went to the market until the season changed. Madame had baked Elly a cake for her birthday—an absolutely terrible cake that Elly had had to choke down but Elly still had been very much touched by the gesture. Knowing Elly was in Paris to study literature, Madame regularly went out of her way to bring books home for Elly to read. One of the few lessons Elly remembered learning at her mother’s side was to always reciprocate kindness—especially if it cost you nothing. The least Elly could do was pretend to have a date, dress up, and attend the show if it made them happy. She made her voice playful and light. “He gave me a ticket to see Josephine Baker tonight.”

Claire and Madame looked at each other and oohed dramatically. For the most part, French people were not particularly kind or welcoming to strangers. But once they got to know you, and you them, there was no one who supported you more.

“What time?”

“Eight tonight.”

“You are going to have so much fun!” Claire exclaimed. Then she leaned forward. “You should wear that dress.”

“Oh, yes, wear the dress,” Madame agreed.

Months ago, Elly had shared with Madame and Claire her desire to buy a fancy, eye-catching gown for her cousin’s wedding that was taking place around Christmas. It had taken a while with the three of them going from store to store but eventually they’d found the perfect thing. But, why not wear it tonight? “Yes,” Elly said, nodding. “I’ll wear the dress.”

And that’s how several hours later, Elly found herself in a pale pink and silver dress that had only thin straps to hold it up. The bodice was fitted, mimicking a corset and showing off the tiny waist she’d worked so hard to achieve. There was a bit of ruching just under the waist and then the dress fell loose and long. She’d have to be mindful of the skirt so that she didn’t step on it. Not having time to curl her hair, she pulled it up into a neat bun.

“Here,” Madame said, entering her room with a thin box. “You need a necklace.”

“Oh, Madame, I have one,” Elly said, slipping another pin into her chignon to ensure it was secure.

“No, no, no. You need something that brings you, um, bonne chance.”

“Good luck?” Elly wrinkled her nose. She didn’t believe in luck.

Seeing the look on her face, Madame took a step forward. “Not just any luck. This is Sophie’s necklace given to her by the duc. It will bring you great love and good fortune. Lower your arm, Élodie.”

Great love and good fortune? How was being a mistress any of those things? Nevertheless, Elly obeyed, allowing the older woman to slip the necklace around her neck. Elly saw it in the mirror. It was a pearl and diamond choker with several loose charms dangling from it. “Madame,” Elly said, bringing her hands to her throat. “It’s too much. I’ll get robbed.”

“You will not get robbed! Wear it. It needs to be brushed off and worn every few years. It won’t be worn again until Claire’s wedding day in ten years,” Madame said, tossing a look at Claire who sat silently on Elly’s bed, watching Elly get ready.

Claire’s eyebrows lowered. “Ten years? Did I not send you the invitation? The wedding is in ten days. Élodie is just warming it up for me.”

“Ha!” Madame said as she finished fiddling with the clasp. She patted Elly’s shoulder. “Turn around, let’s see you.”

Before Elly obeyed, she took a minute to stare at her reflection in the mirror and she loved what she saw. She’d bought this dress, pricey as it was, because of the feeling it had evoked in the changing room. The same feeling she had now. The one that said that she was beautiful and debonair, and she could charm any man in the room. Even if such a thing had never happened before. But more than that, she liked that the dress seemed to raise more questions about her than answers.

Years ago, one of her female cousins had brought home a questionnaire that, when answered, told a woman just how courtship-able she was. Elly had failed that test spectacularly. She was too forthright, too honest, she demanded too much of a man. And more than that she was not mysterious. She would never be able to hold a man’s attention long enough for a marriage proposal. She and her cousins had laughed at her results. But when they’d left, she’d taken that sheet of paper, ripped it into tiny pieces, started a fire in the fireplace, and then watched them burn.

“Très belle, Élodie. Très belle. It’s a very good color for your skin.”

It was. Pink was sometimes too light, making her look a bit pallid. But this shade with that hint of silver was just right.

“Your husband will be pleased?”

She didn’t even know if Grant would be there. But she hoped that he was, if only so he could see her in this outfit and know what it was he had dismissed so easily. “I think he will be. Looking this good, he won’t be the only man pleased.” All three of them laughed. But several hours from now, Elly would realize with regret just how true that statement was.




CHAPTER 4

The taxi pulled up slowly in front of the theater. The Casino de Paris held that broad stone facade that indicated that the space was a lot larger on the inside than it appeared on the outside. In the very center was a semicircle of glass windows and above that were stone statues of either angels or gargoyles. Elly couldn’t tell which in the dim light of the evening but having toured Paris for the past five months, figured it was probably the latter.

The words Casino de Paris flashed brilliantly against the dark of the evening and gathered outside the doors were men and women dressed in their best and ready to see the Josephine Baker in action. She was most definitely in the right place.

But then a wave of uncertainty hit her. What if for Grant Monterey this was all a lark and the ticket he had given her was fake despite his reassurances otherwise? What if she had dressed up for nothing? Squashing her doubts, Elly paid the taxi driver and climbed out of the car. She might be arriving solo but at least she fit the part. She had draped her long, black coat over her shoulders and added her white evening gloves to her ensemble. She thought she looked rather Hollywood herself. Reaching into her small purse, she pulled out the ticket Grant had given her and she entered the foyer, which was packed to the brim with people talking and laughing and purchasing drinks at the bars that were set up.

The place was resplendent with thick carpet and high chandeliers. And everywhere Elly turned she saw different advertisements of Josephine Baker—the same ones she often saw at the train station or on the street.

There was Josephine and her leopard, Chiquita; Josephine in a green outfit with large green plumes extended everywhere. Josephine here and Josephine there. It was all rather exciting. Seeing a man dressed in the uniform of an usher, Elly approached him. “Pardon,” she said to get his attention. She flashed her ticket. “où est …”

The usher’s eyes went wide at the sight of her and then he stared down at the words on the ticket. “Avez-vous famille de Joséphine?”

“No,” Elly said quickly. This man was not the first and he probably would not be the last to link her to Josephine Baker. She had had to, on more than one occasion, explain to different strangers on the street that no, she was not Josephine Baker and no, they were not related. Elly knew it had everything to do with the fact that she was a colored woman and less to do with the fact that they looked alike. Because they did not look alike. “No,” she repeated. “Est-ce que vous—”

The usher interrupted her, saying something very rapidly in French. Something like she had an excellent seat. A seat for family. “Pas famille de Joséphine. Je suis stranger.” Elly said the last word in flat-out mid-western English. Patting her chest, she repeated it. “Stranger. No famille.”

The usher snatched the ticket out of her hand, turned, and flagged someone else down. This man was wearing a black suit, most likely a supervisor of some sort. The usher pointed to Elly and then flashed her ticket. Was it just because she was colored? Or was there something odd about the ticket? The other man took one look at Elly and bowed in her direction. She swallowed a sigh. “Pas de famille!”

“S’il vous plaît, mademoiselle,” the supervisor began. He plucked her ticket from the usher and waved her forward. Not sure what else to do but follow, Elly lifted her skirt and did just that.

Along the way, people began stopping mid-conversation or mid-walk and Elly found herself collecting stares like some children collected stamps. She knew that because of the way she was dressed they were trying to make a connection between her and the famous singer. If only they knew more colored women, it would be obvious that the two of them looked nothing alike.

The man she was following opened one of the doors into the theater itself and despite there being people inside, there was a reverent hush as though one were entering a sanctuary. Elly paused in the doorway absorbing the rows and rows of plush seats and the wide stage up ahead that was already set up for the evening’s show. “S’il vous plaît, mademoiselle,” the man repeated when he realized that she’d stopped.

“Désolée,” she whispered and picked up her pace. He led her down, down, down and she began to understand why they had assumed she was family. Grant Monterey had not only given her a real, legitimate ticket, but one of the best seats in the house. Such a good husband he was!

The man came to a stop next to the third row. As he returned her ticket, Elly caught a brief glimpse of the orchestra below. “Mademoiselle?” She listened as the man asked whether she wanted something to drink.

“No, merci.” Elly crossed the seats until she found hers and then sat down. She was excited. Why had she never come before? How many people had praised Josephine Baker’s shows? When Ms. Baker had last toured in America, Uncle Minor’s brother had paid an extravagant sum to see her show in New York. He had declared afterwards that he’d heard better singing on Easter Sunday and seen better dancing at the juke joint down the street. Perhaps with those words lingering in the back of Elly’s mind, she’d felt less inclined to make an effort. But she was glad she was here now.

Fifteen minutes later, the lights in the theater dimmed and the stage lit up. And Elly Mitchell saw in person the wonder that was Josephine Baker. Uncle Minor’s brother wasn’t wrong. Having been raised by Aunt Tabitha who could sing the house down on Sunday morning, Elly thought that Josephine’s voice was reedy and thin in comparison. If she’d ever been in a church choir, no one would pick her to sing the solo. She also did that strange vibrato thing white women did when they sang … much like Judy Garland in The Wizard of Oz. Her dancing, while not bad, was not on the same level as what Elly had seen back in Chicago. A lot of it was just cleverly placed bodily movement and shaking: shaking her hips, her chest, and her backside to the beat. It fed into that whole exotic African picture she liked to paint; the same one white people lapped up like puppies. As one of her cousins had once bitterly said, everyone liked to look at the monkey in the zoo.

And yet, there was something so captivating about the woman that Elly was mesmerized by every sequence on stage, and wishing for more by the end of it. Maybe Josephine Baker wasn’t the best at singing or dancing or acting or whatever but she was an entertainer and sometimes that was far more potent than any one talent. As the final curtain went down, Elly very happily stood to her feet to clap with the other audience members. And she clapped even louder when for a split second it looked as though the woman smiled in her direction.

Good for her, Elly was thinking, as she made the slow walk up the aisle and to the doors. The woman had probably worked very hard to get where she was. And her French! Elly was pea green with envy. Madame had once told Elly that being French was not a race or a religion, it was a lifestyle. Whatever that lifestyle was, Josephine Baker had it in spades.

Finally reaching the foyer, Elly lingered for a moment. She felt wide awake and grateful to be alive in the way one always felt after coming across something spectacular. She wasn’t ready to return to Madame’s apartment and she wished she had come with someone so that they could unpack the show together over coffee and sweets. What a real shame that she had lost that second ticket Grant had given her. She really could see another show. Quite frankly she felt like she could go somewhere and dance herself. And that was when the thought hit her. Maybe she could find somewhere to purchase a ticket to the second show?

Door one at the Casino de Paris, it had said. Looking around the foyer, Elly tried seeing whether any of the doors had numbers on them and that was when she saw a young colored man taking photos. Elly quickly crossed the distance separating them. Coming to a stop directly in front of him, she said, “Hello.”

The young man, who had been fiddling with the buttons on his camera, looked up in surprise. Then he saw her and took a step back. A smile lit up his whole face. “Hey!”

Elly’s answering grin was wide and nearly hurting—so happy was she to see this stranger and fellow American. She was carrying her coat with one hand and so extended her free one. “Elly Mitchell from Chicago.”

“Danny Whitaker from New Jersey.” And indeed she could hear that eastern accent. They shook hands like old friends. Looking him over, Elly noted that he was maybe only an inch taller than her. His skin color was a light brown and he was probably her age or a few years younger.

“Do you work here, Danny?” she asked easily. There was an automatic lowering of boundaries whenever Elly ran into one of her fellow countrymen. But, there was something about Danny that felt familiar.

“Yes, ma’am. Photographer,” he said, holding up the camera. “You came for the show?”

“Yes. It was wonderful! I actually got my ticket from a man on the street. A colored man,” she clarified. “He gave me two tickets and the second one was for a show at eleven p.m. in Door One. Do you by any chance know where that is?”

Danny’s grin was rueful and filled with knowledge she didn’t have. “Was that colored man walking around in all black, lookin’ like the very angel of darkness?”

Actually, she thought Grant looked more like God’s gift to the world, but she said
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